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One





  
  Songkhla, Thailand, May 3rd, 1995

  He hadn’t slept at all, though he had been lying in bed since eleven. It was now 3:50 a.m. and his Timex Indiglo was beeping. John Hunter slipped into his black jeans, put on his black long-sleeved turtleneck sweater, and tucked the gloves and the army green balaclava into his back pocket. 

  
    Hell of an outfit for the tropics.
     
  

  The knife was in his belt, hidden by the long sweater, and the bolt cutter was in his backpack, which he now shrugged onto his shoulders as he quietly opened the door. 

  The noxious odor of fishmeal rose from the canneries along the inland sea. The night air was humid and thick against his skin like a layer of gauze, and the moon bathed the town in pale light. 

  He stole down the outside stairway of the guesthouse and around to the front. Anek, the owner, always locked the front gate at midnight, but Hunter had long ago asked for a spare key on the excuse he could let himself in after a late night of drinking. Once through the gate, he wrapped the chain around it and snapped the padlock shut. Then he walked quickly down the soi to the road that crossed to the museum.

  The street was silent except for the chirp of cicadas and the distant buzz of a two-stroke motorcycle. The main road was awash in the harsh fluorescent glare of the street lamps, but there was there was no movement anywhere, except for a few dogs nosing at the piles of trash in the empty market. Faint music drifted from a karaoke club up the street. 

  He crossed the road to the museum and was surprised by a pair of headlights coming from a side street. He staggered deliberately as he reached the curb – just another drunken farang oil worker stumbling home much too late at night. He walked past a tricycle driver slumped asleep on the passenger seat of his vehicle and followed the museum wall to the small soi that ran parallel to the main street. This soi was not as garishly lit as the main street, and he briskly moved to the shadowy pocket between the light of two street lamps. 

  He quickly found the spot he was looking for – a chink in the wall about 18 inches from the ground which he could use as a step to shinny over. He fell softly to the grass on the other side.

  The ancient museum building, built two hundred years ago for a rich Chinese merchant, was lit by floodlights, but here at the edge of the garden it was as dark as a forest. A cluster of towering, thick trees and some trimmed bushes provided concealment. Hunter moved stealthily along the wall until he was behind a shrub nearly parallel with the main entrance to the museum. He pulled the ski mask over his head and put on the gloves. The luminescent face of his watch showed two minutes to the hour. He switched it to stopwatch mode and with his finger on the button waited for the door to open.

  His sweat soaked through the woolen mask. Just as his right knee was beginning to ache from crouching, the door opened and the guard emerged. It was the one with the thin mustache, the one he called Poncho. That was a good sign. Poncho always stopped for a smoke, and on average it took him two minutes longer to complete his rounds than his alternate, the one Hunter called Bean Pole. Hunter started the stopwatch and let Poncho walk twenty feet into the garden, shining his flashlight onto the wall and into the trees opposite him. Hunter jogged along the perimeter in the opposite direction to the guard, then cut diagonally toward the back door of the museum.

  He knew the guards’ routine, having watched both of them dozens of times from his guesthouse window, following their movements with binoculars and a stopwatch. There was only one guard on duty from 6 p.m. to 6 a.m. Every hour on the hour he, whether it was Poncho or Bean Pole, made exactly the same circuit around the perimeter of the museum, punching his time card at the four clocks located in the corners of the compound. He’d go out of the front door and to the far corner of the garden where the old iron cannons stood, then cross to the spot where Hunter had climbed over the wall, then walk along the boundary to the back door, and finally head around to the street side of the building. From there, the guard would walk along the side of the building, checking the shuttered windows, until he made it back to his comfortable chair just inside the main entrance. With Poncho, Hunter had at least twelve minutes; and he would be staying one step ahead of him all the time. 

  As Poncho walked past the cannons to the first clock, Hunter slipped through the shadows to the back door. He took the bolt cutter out of his back pocket and held his breath as he snipped the flimsy padlock. He pocketed the pieces and silently eased open the heavy wooden door. Once inside he closed the door behind him.  

  He was in an enclosed courtyard, his moonlit shadow falling across the red tiles. Surrounding him were earthenware vessels of various shapes and sizes, salvaged from the many Chinese ships that had met their end in the Gulf of Thailand. He quickly walked to the dark inner corridor and then counted off the seven steps to the Srijaya room. It was to the right of the corridor, just before the reception desk near the front entrance. The rooms were all unlit, but Hunter didn’t need his penlight yet. He had paced off this distance countless times during the museum’s open hours, pretending to admire the prehistoric pottery and beads in the cabinets lining the main corridor. He reckoned that Poncho was at this moment having a quiet smoke at the side gate. He would smoke the cigarette halfway down, then flick it over the wall onto the soi and make his way to the back door, taking his sweet time. Since all the windows were shuttered, there was no chance of Poncho hearing Hunter as he moved through the rooms, much less seeing him.

  He went to the case in the middle of the room, the one that held the Ranod Bodhisattva. He turned on his penlight and held it in his mouth. He took the knife from his belt and slipped it into the crack between the cabinet frame and the glass door. With a quick upward stroke, he sliced the alarm wires. With the bolt cutters he snipped the small fifty-baht padlock that secured the door of the cabinet. 

  They’re begging someone to steal it.

  Then the flashlight slipped from his mouth and clattered on the cement floor. The clash of metal on cement echoed through the dead air of the ancient building. 

  His heart was racing like a sprinter’s. He raised the door of the cabinet and lifted the statue from its dusty case. Its bronze surface was rough, and it was heavier than he’d thought it would be. He slid it between the foam pads in his rucksack, picked up the flashlight and put it in his pocket, then zipped up the bag and cinched the belts tight along his shoulders and abdomen. His balaclava was soaked with sweat making it hard for him to draw in air. His heart was pounding in his throat. 

  He was beginning to think Poncho hadn’t heard the flashlight fall. But just as he reached the main corridor, a swath of light fell across it. 

  “Aray wah,” he heard Poncho say in a surprisingly aggressive voice. The guard had heard Hunter’s footsteps and was pointing the flashlight at the entrance of the room. Hunter stepped back out of the corridor but there was no place to hide. Poncho would find him in minutes and there was no chance of running for the back door. Now there was only one way out. Through the front door. Through Poncho.

   Sweat was running down his back, and his face was hot and itchy from the balaclava, but his breathing was steady. The only option left to him was violence, and accepting that fact cleared his head. It was like a white heat that grew from behind his sternum and burned all thoughts out of his mind except those necessary for survival. It was the difference between the winners and chumps in this world, of that Hunter was certain; and he was dead sure the likes of Poncho had never felt it. 

  He lifted the penlight from his pocket and tossed it down the corridor towards the courtyard. It clanged on the hard tiles, and as Poncho’s light searched out the noise, Hunter pounced. He sprang out of the shadows and sprinted full speed toward Poncho. Before the guard knew what had hit him, Hunter brought his right knee into his groin and his forearm hard into his windpipe. Hunter could smell cigarettes and garlic and the guard’s freshly laundered khakis. Poncho fell hard, sputtering, his head hitting the floor. His flashlight crashed against the tiles and went black. Hunter raced for the edge of the garden, laughing at how soft Poncho’s body was and how easily he’d gone down. His head hitting the terrace reminded him of Halloween – the thump of the baseball bat whacking the pumpkin. Sheer adrenaline carried him over the shoulder-high wall and onto the dark back soi. Once he turned the corner, he forced himself to walk, not run, following the darkest streets and back lanes, always conscious of the dull weight on his back.

  When he felt he was safely away from the museum he stopped to catch his breath. He was in a dark soi that ran along a warehouse near the jetty. He could hear a crane lifting a container onto a supply ship. Rats skittered out of sight. He was drenched in sweat and his hands were shaking, but with excitement, not fear. 

  He took the statue out of the bag and ran his hands across it. He felt nothing when he looked at it: no awe or wonder at this supposed masterpiece created over a thousand years ago; no amazement or curiosity about the religion that inspired it or the lives of the people that had created and worshipped it. It was nothing more than a bronze statue – and not of very good workmanship at that, considering the rough spots along the arms and torso. The only meaning it had to Hunter was the price it would fetch in New York or London, or wherever it finally ended up. It was a commodity, nothing more or less, and he put it back into the rucksack with the triumphant feeling that this was the first step in putting his days as an offshore oil flunky behind him forever.  

  





  
  









Two





  
  Alex Marek walked up the wooden steps to the door of the one-story frame bungalow, holding in one hand the guitar case that protected his sunburst Guild acoustic. He paused and turned at the top and looked back across the yard to the sea. The station’s black Toyota pickup truck sat in the gravel driveway, behind it the BMW they’d arrived in. In the front yard, pitched in the weeds and scrub grass, were the two six-meter transmission antennae held in place by thick guy wires secured to bolts set in concrete. A torn chain link fence fronted the station property. Beyond that was a potholed, asphalt road, a slim strip of sand, and the calm blue of the Gulf of Thailand. 

  Up the beach toward town, the Serene Bay Hotel towered above the casuarina pines, a ten-minute walk from the front door of the station. Despite the brand spanking new first-class hotel, the beach was desolate; the whole area as far as he could see looked deserted and bleached out by the horrible midday sun that seared his bare arms and face. 

  Marek was exhausted from the flight and, he decided, it was too hot to think. 

  Mr Niwat, the company rep, put Marek’s suitcases down on the porch and held the door open for him, bowing slightly as Marek entered. Inside the house it was cool and dark. He eased the guitar to the floor and plopped down on the couch in front of a window unit air conditioner that was blasting cold air into the room. He leaned forward and opened the collar of his shirt to let the chilly air cool the sweat on his chest. Mr Niwat brought him a glass of ice water from the kitchen.

  “Very hot,” he said, giggling. He sat on the sofa and fanned his face with his hand. “Where you from in America, Mr Alek?”

  “Wisconsin,” answered Marek. “Madison.”

  “Ooh! Very cold, I think.” He hugged his arms and shivered. “I never go to Wisconsin. But I stay in Texas for six months. I stay with my sister. She was married to American army guy. I think I stay in Texas I can learn English pretty good, but know what happens? I speak Thai all the time. All my sister’s friends Thai, so I never improve my English. Speak only broken English.” He threw his head back and laughed, showing dazzling white teeth. “Yeah, very broken. I don’t learn English in Texas, but you know what I learn? I learned about American football. Yeah. Dallas Cowboys. Cannot speak English but can tell you about Dallas Cowboys. Sure! Troy Aikman, Emmett Smith, Michael Irvin…Ha!” His eyes disappeared in his smile. 

  “Your English is good, Niwat.” 

  “No, no. Not so good. Too much broken.” 

  It had been a twenty-six hour flight from Chicago with stopovers in San Francisco and Taipei before finally reaching Bangkok early that morning. Marek had dozed for no longer than twenty minutes during the whole flight. He had been pinned into a middle seat near the bank of toilets, and every time the door banged open and the lavatory light beamed a wedge of yellow into the cabin, he was wrenched awake. He gave up trying to sleep and watched the three movies and read Time magazine cover-to-cover. In Bangkok airport it was morning but felt like it should be night, so he quickly downed three beers and then had to woozily sprint to the domestic terminal to catch his flight to Had Yai. Mr Niwat met him there, looking suave and gentlemanly and holding a cardboard sign with his misspelled name and new employer hand-printed in large block letters: MR ALEK MAREK, SOUTHERN CROSS NAVIGATION SYSTEMS. They rode the final thirty kilometers from the airport to the city of Songkhla in Niwat’s BMW. 

  Now Marek had been without sleep for so long his body was humming louder than the a/c. He felt as if his eyes were sliding off the side of his head. Niwat kept refilling his water glass as he chattered amicably about the attractions of Songkhla. Marek asked if there was any coffee and within minutes Niwat brought him a mug of scalding Nescafe. When Marek had finished half of it, he decided it was time to take a look at the rest of the house. 

  There wasn’t very much to it. Besides the living room there was one bedroom with a toilet and shower, a kitchen, and the office. A hall closet served as storage space for empty cardboard boxes, an old pair of work boots and an ironing board. The house had the shabby furnishings and slightly run-down feel of itinerant male lodging. There was something in the air of the place – lonely men working far away from home – that made him depressed. Despite Niwat’s cheerful attentiveness as he guided him through the rooms, he was beginning to wonder if he had made a mistake in coming here, if maybe his snap decision would backfire. He tried to shake off his melancholy by staying firmly in the here and now. He thought: this is a work station, and no one ever put much time or effort into making it more than just barely livable, because no one ever planned on staying here very long. It wouldn’t take much to make this place more comfortable, and he’d probably have the free time to do it. Anyway, it wouldn’t cost him a cent. That in itself made the place a palace.

  He would be making good money, he reminded himself, and this would be an adventure. It was what you had to do sometimes – close your eyes and take a step off the ledge. No parachute or safety net. Just for the hell of it. Just to see what was there when you landed. Otherwise you’d wake up one day and find yourself old in your Lay-Z-Boy, with the biggest thrill you’d had for months the latest rerun of Cheers. 

  Niwat led him into the office, the station operations room. It was furnished with a desk, PC and monitor, printer, fax machine, telephone, and the DGPS satellite positioning transmitters. The heart of operations was an impressive SunSPARC workstation with three 21-inch monitors. The room was clean and cool and tidy and had a large window with a view of the forested hill behind the beach. The equipment looked reassuringly up to date. Technical manuals crammed the shelves and maps were Scotch taped to the walls. There was a map of Thailand, another of the city of Songkhla, and a third of the Gulf with the oil and gas concessions outlined in blue pencil. Colored plastic pushpins marked the locations of wellhead and production platforms and drilling rigs.

  This is where I’ll be spending the next year, thought Marek, as he studied the map and the names of the concessionaires. Maybe by the end of it, I’ll have some idea of what the fuck I’m supposed to be doing. 

  It was almost as if Niwat didn’t want to leave Marek alone, as if he thought he had to stay with him, keep him company, cheer him up. He lingered in the house for nearly two hours, chatting away, telling anecdotes about his stay in Texas. Maybe he thought Marek would be lonely or homesick. Finally, Marek shooed him out of the house by telling him that, even though it was the middle of the afternoon, he was too tired to do anything but sleep.

  “OK, I go now. You sure you gonna be OK, Mr Alek?”

  “Yeah, Niwat, I’m gonna sleep for two days.”

  “OK, the guard will come at six. He a good man. You can trust him. Actually, he’s my cousin, ha ha. He stay here all night, every night. Make sure there no khamoys, you know, thieves. And the maid, his sister, will come in the morning. She clean house, do laundry. We take care you good, Mr Alek.”

  “Right, Niwat.”

  “Tomorrow we go into town and take care of business. Get work permit, visa. Get you driver’s license, open bank account. We should start early, maybe eight. That OK with you?”

  “Sure, eight o’clock is fine.”

  “OK, see you tomorrow.”

  Niwat was down the stairs and heading toward his car when Marek called out to him.

  “Oh, and Niwat?”

  “Yes, boss?”

  “It’s the Green Bay Packers now.”

  “What say, boss?”

  “No more Dallas Cowboys. Now your team is the Green Bay Packers.”

  “Right, boss,” answered Niwat. He laughed and saluted sharply before ducking into the car. 

   

  Marek closed the bedroom curtains as tightly as possible and turned the a/c up full. Since it was the middle of the afternoon, it didn’t help much to make the room either dark or cold, but he was too tired to care. The bed sheets and thin cover had a freshly laundered, pleasantly homey scent. He would have to remember to thank Niwat for that. 

  He lay on the bed and thought about the last phone call he’d had with his sister, after he’d flown back to Milwaukee from Singapore to tie up some loose ends before taking this job in Songkhla.

  “I got a job, Elly,” he’d told her. “It’s in Thailand. Running a satellite navigation station.”

  “What the heck is that?”

  “They use GPS, you know Global Positioning Satellites, to help ships navigate. It’s for the oil industry. There’s offshore oil fields there.”

  “How in the world did you get that job?”

  “I met a guy in a bar,” he laughed. “Honest. In Singapore. An English guy who turned out to be the area manager for the company that owns the station. It’s called Southern Cross Navigation. We got to talking over a few beers and one thing led to another. I told him I had some experience in computer hardware and had once taken a course in UNIX, and he asked me if I wanted a job. It pays one hundred dollars plus thirty dollars expenses, every day. That’s forty-seven thousand four hundred and fifty dollars in most years; and forty-seven, five hundred eighty in leap years.” He paused to give her a chance to laugh, but she didn’t. “Housing is provided free by the company, including all utilities, I pay no taxes either in Thailand or the US, and if you eat Thai food you can live on about half of what you do in the States. Congratulate me. I’m now officially well off.”

  “Alex, you sure you know what you’re doing? I mean, my gosh, you meet a guy in a bar, and he gives you a job just like that? You sure he’s not involved in drugs or something?” 

  Elly was the only family Marek had, and though she was younger than him, she always acted like his parent: more reasonable, more mature than he was. She lived a comfortable life with her surgeon husband and two young girls in Detroit. She liked to watch foreign movies on cable and read about the international art world but, Marek knew, she was really quite wary of anything alien to her suburban, middle class life. 

  “I checked them out, Elly. I asked questions at the US and British Embassies in Singapore. I called their home office in Australia. I even checked with the Better Business Bureau in Singapore. They’re a legitimate company. They were in a bind because the last guy left unexpectedly. He had family problems or something. Hey, if it gets bad, I’ll do the same. I’ll just quit.”

  “But Alex, you were making nearly as much money with Lake Consultants. And also – and excuse me if this is a dirty word with you – you had a career, a future.”

  “No, Elly, I had nothing there. I was just a gofer. It was a dead end job. Without the right degree you get nowhere in that company, and I didn’t have it. Remember Elly, mine is in history, not computer science. They have a special word for people like me, people who learn this stuff on their own. They call us hobbyists. Oh sure, they let me go around and change hard discs and unjam printers for their clients, and play around in DOS, but that was about it.” He heard the edge creeping into his voice and felt the back of his neck get hot. “Elly, I was suffocating in that office.” 

  Thirty years old, he thought, and there’d been nothing in front of him but two decades of being a slug and working with guys whose conversational limits were football, the kids and snowblowers. So after two years of servicing computer hardware for his company’s business clients, he’d quit. It had been a Wednesday morning, and he was kneeling on some plush maroon carpet in an insurance office, searching for a tiny screw from a hard drive connector. Somebody at a desk had said the word “actuarially”, and he was seized by a panic. He felt the walls closing in on him. So this was it? The rest of his life would be spent on his hands and knees, getting about as much respect as the Mexican cleaning woman, listening to self-important idiots throw ridiculous words around. He had a letter of resignation on the boss’s desk the next morning. 

  He fled Milwaukee for Asia. He was tramping the Hippie Trail – Nepal, India, Burma, Thailand, Malaysia and finally Singapore. He had more money than the other backpackers and traveled a little better, staying at tourist hotels rather than dirt cheap hostels and dormitories, taking the second-class sleeper train rather than all-night buses. 

  He was in Singapore, on his way to Jogjakarta and Bali, when one afternoon the skies opened, and he ducked into the Hard Rock Café. It was there that he met Mr Brian Sturges of Southern Cross Navigation who, before the third drink, had offered him the position of Base Manager for their Songkhla, Thailand station. 

  “You could have gotten another job. You know your stuff. Lots of companies are dying for people like you.”

  “Elly, I needed a change.”

  “So you have to move 10,000 miles away? Some change.”

  There was silence across the wires for a few minutes as both of them tried to find their composure, neither wanting this last telephone conversation to deteriorate into an argument. 

  “Alex, look. I know we’ve been through all this before. I know you think that middle class, suburban life is a living hell, but it’s not. Not on most days anyway. And did you ever stop to think that some of us who live this life might actually be happy? And that you might be too?”

  “Hey, El, there’s nothing wrong with it if that’s what you want. I just don’t want it.”

  “So what do you want?”

  “I’m working on that one. Let’s put it this way. I know what I don’t want. Number one is a lifetime of working for Lake Con. So let’s say I’m narrowing it down.”

  A long sigh of exasperation came over the phone. “Honestly, Alex, you’re too old to be rebellious, and too young to be having a mid-life crisis. I’m only giving you shit about it because I worry about you. I just really hope you know what you’re doing. Christ, you’re gonna be a long way from home. What are you going to do if you need help?”

  “Don’t worry. There’s an embassy in Bangkok. I’ll have a phone and a fax machine. An email address. It’s a small world, Elly.

  “Not small enough for me.”

  He gave his love to Kelly and Erin, and his best wishes to Elly’s husband Joe. 

  “I sold the car,” he concluded, “and left the apartment with an agent.”

  “It all sounds so final.”

  
    No safety net. No bungee cord to bounce you back home.
  

  “Don’t worry about me, Elly. I’ll be fine.”

  “Just remember one thing, Alex. You deserve to be happy. Don’t think for a moment you don’t. Because you do.”

   

  I deserve to be happy, he thought. If only it was that easy, little sister. If only people got what they deserved. He closed his eyes and with his fresh sheets and his fresh new life ahead of him, tried not to think about Rachel. 

  That was the part he hadn’t told his sister: how he had fled to the opposite side of the earth so that he would never have to see Rachel come on to another man again. But the shit of it was, he could still see her. He was 10,000 miles, twelve time zones and twenty-four hours on commercial flights away from her, but he was still watching her in McGuire’s Pub, flirting with the guy from Great Lakes Naval Base, her eyes dancing, tossing her hair at him when she laughed, the little finger on her left hand reaching out to stroke his forearm, the very same way she had once stroked his. 

  He got out of bed and got his Walkman and a John Fahey tape out of his rucksack. It was sunset now, and under the pines the light was shadowy and cool, and the sky was streaked with magenta. He went back into the bedroom, lay down on the cool sheets and started the tape. He closed his eyes and let his head sink deep into the soft pillow and turned his thoughts to the new day that would be tomorrow. It was just a matter of time, that was all, and then she would be nothing but a cool, unemotional shard of memory. He tried to convince himself of this as he let Fahey’s ringing twelve-string fill the hollow places in his heart.

  





  
  









Three





  
  The house was full of light and sound by the time he emerged from his room the next morning. A woman was on the porch scrubbing his shirt out in an aluminum pan of soapy water and chatting with a middle-aged man: the brother and sister team of guard and housekeeper, Marek surmised. They both grinned at him and said “hello”, and Marek quickly established this was about the full extent of their English. 

  He learned their names and wrote them down in a notebook, which amused them greatly. He transcribed them phonetically as best he could, yet when he tried to say them, they just laughed. 

  By the time he finished showering and dressing, Niwat was waiting for him on the couch. His thick black hair was freshly oiled and brushed to perfection, with a part that could have been made with a razor. He wore a pale blue dress shirt with knife-edge creases down the middle of the short sleeves, and a pair of tan slacks with identical creases from the cuffs to the belt.

  “You sleep OK, Mr Aleck?” he asked.

  Marek shrugged. “Like a rock.”

  The morning turned out to be a whirlwind tour of the Songkhla’s government offices: immigration, labor, Department of Land Transport to get a driver’s license, the bank to open an account, the post office to get another key for the station’s postbox. At each place Marek found a place to sit until beckoned by Niwat to scratch his name onto some form. Most of the time he sat quietly and watched Niwat perform. He seemed to know everybody and was charming and animated with the staff, waiing the officious men in epaulettes and flirting with the female counter clerks. At immigration he passed over Marek’s passport and a small stack of loose papers and then looked for someone to gab with until they returned. Sometimes he joked with one or two other citizens who, like Marek, sat on the well-worn benches or chairs, waiting for their name to be called. An old woman with a reed basket of mysterious yellow fruit cackled at his stories.

  “You have many friends, Niwat,” Marek said as they got back into his BMW.

  “Well, you know, I do this for a long time,” he answered, with an expression halfway between pride and humility. “Good to be friendly to people who can help you, you know? You see that guy in immigration, big chief with all the ribbons on his chest? Every New Year I bring him a bottle of Johnny Walker. Black Label.” 

  “Like you say, it doesn’t hurt to be friendly.”

  Their final stop was the market near the bank, where Niwat purchased large bottles of drinking water and other supplies. As they drove to the station, Niwat nodded toward a side street. 

  “Down that way, that’s what the farang call the Dark Side. Many bars, many girls.” Niwat giggled. “You can try it sometime, Mr Aleck.”

  At a stop light Niwat pointed to a large Chinese style mansion behind a low brick wall. “That’s the National Museum,” said Niwat. The building appeared to be closed up and there was yellow crime tape around it, but no people were around. “Everybody talking about what happened couple nights ago. Some guy break in, middle of the night. Steal one statue and run away. Guard tried to stop him but the thief knock him out. He’s in the hospital now, how you say, like sleeping.”

  “Coma?”

  “Yeah, a coma. Cannot talk, cannot identify the thief.”

  “What did the guy steal?”

  “Old statue. Religious statue like a Buddha.”

  “Is it very valuable?”

  “Sure! Very old. I think the guy who stole it knows very well what he is doing. Many old things in this museum, but he takes only one thing.”

  “And they have no idea who the thief was?”

  “No idea. Some people say it’s the spirit of that Buddha coming back to get his own statue. Like a ghost.” He laughed. “Thai people think like that sometimes. Me, I’m not sure about ghosts, but I think anybody who steals something like that gonna have a lot of bad luck. Bad luck gonna follow him around until that statue come back where it belong.”  

  Marek spent the next few days poring over technical manuals and familiarizing himself with the equipment. When Sturges had offered him the job, he’d protested that he knew nothing about GPS outside of the basic principles, and even less about navigation and the oil industry. 

  “Bah, there’s nothing to it, lad,” said Sturges. They were in the Hard Rock in Singapore, sipping overpriced vodka and orange juice and dining on shelled peanuts. “All you need is the basics. You Yanks put up these satellites in the eighties, thirty-six of them all together, which give a continuous transmission of latitude and longitude. But that commercial signal is only accurate to a radius of about a hundred meters or so. Good enough for the weekend sailor and most commercial vessels, but not for your petroleum engineers. A distance of one hundred meters can mean the difference between pay dirt and a dry hole. That’s where we come in.”

  He shoveled another handful of peanuts into his mouth and continued talking as he chewed. “Our station in Songkhla – all of our stations all over Asia – are built on a precisely surveyed point. So when we get a signal from the GPS, we know exactly how far it’s off, automatically calculate the difference, and then send out the corrections to anyone who leases our receivers. Brilliant, isn’t it?” 

  “Yes, genius. But still, I don’t really know anything about running a navigation station, or about the oil and gas business.” 

  “The station more or less runs itself. You’ve got the hardware and software background; you can learn about the equipment hands-on when you get there. Our local man there, Niwat, can help you with anything you need and take care of any maintenance at the station. He’s a good man. Our biggest problem in Songkhla is the local power supply. It’s pretty much crap, goes out all the time, so your most important job is to baby-sit the UPS when there’s a signal going out to a ship. There has to be a constant, uninterrupted signal or else our customers get a little testy, which is understandable. When the city power goes out, the UPS will keep the transmitters and computers running until the generator kicks in. So that’s your main responsibility: keep the UPS batteries topped up, make sure there’s diesel for the generator. Oh maybe, every once in a while, a diode blows out but it’s easy to replace. Two screws, two plugs, five-minute job. Anyway, Niwat knows all about it. He’ll keep you on top of things.

  “As far as knowing anything about the oil industry, hell, you’ll pick up what you need. And I’ll let you in on a little secret: there’s lots of people in this business who don’t know what they’re doing. Believe me, the industry’s full of them. I knew of an offshore maintenance manager who was hired only because he was the Vietnam War buddy of the area supervisor. He’d never seen an oil rig before in his life. And I once worked for a company that hired a training manager because he went to the same bloody church as the managing director. His only experience in anything close to training was as a Boy Scout troop leader. God’s absolute truth.”

  Sturges wouldn’t listen to any protests from Marek about his inability to run the station. He went on to explain that there were other, minor tasks Marek would have to perform from time to time. When there was a new customer, he’d have to install the receiver on the ship; he’d also have to remove it when the lease was up or when she was sailing to another location outside the area. Occasionally he might have to make minor repairs to the receivers. “But it’s all black box engineering,” said Sturges. “You don’t have to know how any of it works. You just replace a power supply or a circuit board. Nothing to it. So what do you think? Will you take the job?”

  Why not? On the road they always said living in Thailand was about as good as it got, and anyway, he had nothing to go back for. “Sure, Brian, I’ll take it. When do I start?”

  Sturges ordered another round of vodka and orange juices to celebrate. 

   

  Despite Niwat’s daily assurances that there would be work soon, there was no rig move the next week or the week after that. The days fell one upon the other with nothing much to do, and Marek quickly realized he needed to establish a routine. 

  In the mornings he’d go for a long swim in the mirror smooth waters of the Gulf of Thailand. By mid-morning there was a comforting air of domesticity around the house. The housekeeper sometimes brought her young son who, whenever Marek was around, stared wide-eyed at him as if he were a creature from another world. Niwat dropped by a couple of times a day in order to check the generators and transmission lines – or so he said. Marek had the feeling his real purpose was to make sure he wasn’t getting lonely. He always left with cheery assurances that work would be coming soon, “prob’ly next week”.

  Marek spent several hours in the office each morning. The first thing he did was customize the PC, cleaning up the configuration files and writing DOS commands to get the system to work as fast as the hardware would allow. It was a couple of years old, which meant it was sluggish and short of memory, but it would serve his purposes. He checked to see if his predecessor had left any interesting files or at least some games on the hard drive; but the only things he found were old monthly reports addressed to Sturges, and a program of one hundred varieties of Solitaire. At least for the previous tenant, the workload had not been overwhelming.

   He spent a few days organizing paperwork the former station manager had left in a shambles. He gathered all the old faxes (which, when he’d found them, were bound together with paper clips and thick rubber bands) sequenced them by date, put them into three-ring binders, labeled the binders, and shelved them in order of the dates they covered. He organized the correspondence by sender and filed it alphabetically in the four-drawer metal file cabinet. He carefully read all the post-survey reports that he found in drawers or in loose piles around the office. Preparing these, Sturges had said, would be another one of his tasks. He browsed through the software on the PC – it was the standard stuff – and had no doubt he could turn out niftier documents than his predecessor. He knew he could churn out impressive pie charts and three-dimensional bar graphs of three different shadings. His readers would be mostly engineers and geologists, and even if he didn’t know exactly what he was talking about, maybe he could at least seduce them with pretty visuals.

  The housekeeper left at five, and the guard came about the same time to begin his night shift. The evenings were quiet, and Marek mostly stayed in the station reading or strumming on his guitar. Occasionally a car would pass on the beach road or he’d hear laughter cascading over the hotel wall. Sometimes, even though the guard knew only a smattering English, Marek would walk back to the shed and share a beer and small talk with him as they watched the insects buzz around the spotlight that illuminated the yard.

  One night he almost called Rachel, but it was nine thirty in the morning, Central Daylight Savings Time, and by then she would have been at her downtown office for over an hour. It was just as well; a goodbye was a goodbye, no matter how many promises to write or call were attached to it. He had been the one who was reticent even to touch her when they parted.

  “You are allowed to kiss me, you know,” she’d said.

  “That’s right, we used to be lovers.”

  “I hate that word. It’s so … I don’t know … melodramatic.”

  “So what were we then?”

  “Alex, c’mon. Let’s not start again. It’s like I keep telling you. You’re a nice guy. You did more caring things for me than my husband ever did. You’re fun to be with. You’re terrific in bed.”

  “If I was that good, baby, I’d still have you.”

  “I got scared. I wasn’t ready for what you wanted. I just couldn’t handle it.”

  He had one night half-jokingly suggested they get married; and she, perhaps joking as well, had agreed. 

  But that was before some chemical imbalance in her brain triggered another four-day funk of depression, when she refused to see him – or anybody else for that matter – and did nothing but lie on the couch in front of the television, alternately weeping and filling the ashtray with cigarette butts, answering neither the telephone nor the door, until she found enough strength to lift herself out of the room and visit the friendly Dr Jordon for a refill of Prozac.

  “I have two strikes against me already,” she said that final night. “You should consider yourself lucky. You’re gonna end up with somebody much better than a fucked-up divorced nutcase like me.”

   

  He called Sturges every day at 3:45, just before the end of the working day in Singapore, and reported everything he’d done, even if it was nothing more than organizing the telephone and electricity bills for the past six months.

  “Yeah, well, Jimmy was not such a great one for organizing things now, was he?” Sturges said. “Didn’t really have the head for it. Actually, didn’t have the head for very much.” There was a pause as Sturges took a long pull on his cigarette. Marek knew Sturges loathed sitting in an office in Singapore wearing a tie and chained to a telephone; he had confessed as much during one of their afternoon drinking sessions at the Hard Rock. He had started out as a surveyor, working with a team across a corner of Saudi Arabia’s Empty Quarter in a four-wheel drive, and later tramping through the rain forest of Irian Jaya. “But that’s a young man’s work,” he had said. “And they pay you more for sitting in an office all day.” 

  “Niwat mentioned something about a rig move coming up. Any news about that?” asked Marek.

  “Ah … let me check.” There was a rustling of papers and then Sturges cupped his hand over the mouthpiece and said something to someone in his office. “Let’s see … ah yes. The Ocean Drill-545, exploratory well for IndoAsian Oil. Due to move to block 13 sometime near the end of the month. Date unconfirmed. There should be a map on the wall showing the blocks and locations of the drill ships, platforms, and so forth. Can you see it from where you’re sitting? The OD-545 would be a red push pin.” Marek could see the map on the far wall and dots of red, green, yellow and blue, but that was all he could make out from his chair. 

  “At least that’s the system we had, but Jimmy probably screwed it up. The Captain will fax you when he’s ready to sail, saying exactly when and to where. I’ll also call you to confirm. There’s not a whole lot you have to do during a rig move, just make sure the generator is topped up, so you’re guaranteed continuous power if the main power goes out. The company man tends to get a little excited if he’s not getting a steady signal.”

  “Yeah, Niwat and I have taken care of that.”

  “Good. Then you’ve not got a bloody thing to worry about. So, how are you finding Songkhla? Have you found all the evil places yet?”

  “Evil places? What Niwat called the Dark Side? No, I haven’t done the tour yet. Still a bit jet-lagged.”

  “Best time to do it. You can drink all night. Anyway, when you get around to it, check out the Number One Bar. You can’t go wrong there.”

  “Number One Bar?”

  “Never miss the place when I do my station audit, couple of times a year. Ask for Nit. Ask her if she remembers Brian. She took quite a fancy to me last time.”

  “OK, I promise I’ll do that. 

  “Right! So anything new in town? All the oil trash keeping their noses clean?”

  “Like I said, Brian, I’ve not been out much. Big news in town is the museum theft. Seems somebody broke into the Songkhla museum and stole a statue, very old, very valuable. Niwat says the Thais think it was a ghost.”

  “Yes, well they would. No doubt it was an inside job.”

  “But he knocked out the guard on the way out. Still in a coma.” 

  “All the more convincing, I suppose. Must be worth a lot of money to someone. Anyway, I’ll let you know as soon as the rig move is confirmed.”

  “OK, Brian.”

  “And don’t forget. Number One Bar. The name’s Nit. Means small or tiny, something like that. Lovely girl, that Nit.”

  





  
  









Four





  
  In the days that followed, Alex Marek learned and adapted. 

  He learned to drive on the left, breaking years of habit of reaching for the shift with his right hand, and through sheer concentration never once turned into the wrong lane. He learned that most household wiring was haphazard and ungrounded; that the hot water heater and the stove were fueled by propane from bottles stored on the patio, potentially lethal bombs that were delivered by motorcycle carts every few months.

  He learned to leave his shoes on the porch before entering the house, not to point with his feet, and not to touch anyone, even children, above the shoulder. He learned that Thailand was an overwhelmingly Buddhist country; and then he learned that the little shrine on the pedestal behind the bungalow, the one the maid put fresh fruit and garlands on every morning and the one the guard lit candles and jasmine sticks to every dusk, had nothing to do with Buddhism but was there to appease the spirits of the land. 

  He learned that schedules were loose; that things got done or not done according to some cosmic sense of time, rather than the rigid hours and minutes he had grown up with. He learned to live with the feeling that you never knew quite what was going on, that you were floating in a river, being pulled along by an unaccountable current, with no idea which shore you’d end up on. He learned to accept the free-flowing nature of life in the tropics, the sudden changes of direction, the “yes’s” which didn’t necessarily mean “yes” but were the only alternative to a rude and barbaric “no”. 

  He learned to smile and let go.

  But he had spent three weeks in the bungalow and still there was no work. 

  “Well,” said Sturges, “it’s just the nature of the beast. Things keep changing all the time in this business. Just be patient, it will happen soon. Guaranteed.”

  One afternoon he was studying Thai in his office, forcing his lips and tongue to imitate the strangely comic sounds of Thai conversation on his tape, when there was a timid knock on the door. Standing behind the housekeeper was a tall thin man around Marek’s age, with an ear pin and wire rim glasses, grinning and holding a line of plastic twine with two large fish at the end of it. 

  “G’day, mate! Er … I’m looking for Jimmy.” He raised the fish higher as if to provide an explanation. 

  “Jimmy …? Oh, Jimmy. No, he’s not here anymore. He left. I took his place.”

  “Left, eh? That was right quick. What did old Jimmy do then? Ravish the boss’s daughter?” Sunlight from the office window glinted off the man’s glasses and lit the jeweled pin in his left ear. He wore a pair of baggy, plaid shorts and a T-shirt that looked as if it had been borrowed from someone much larger. “Been on holiday, y’see. Just got in from Perth last night.” 

  “He just left,” Marek said. “I really don’t know why. I met a guy in Singapore, and he offered me the job before the third drink.” 

  The man laughed, a generous laugh full of goodwill. “Right place, right time, eh? Good on ya, mate. The name’s Drew, Andrew Philips. Pleased to make your acquaintance.” 

  Marek introduced himself and Philips shifted the fish to his left hand to shake hands. “Let’s sit in the other room. Bit more comfortable.”

   “You sure I’m not interrupting?”

   “Not at all. Anyway, my mouth needs a rest from trying to speak Thai.”

   Philips looked at the Thai book on the desk and, still holding the dripping fish, picked up one of the cassettes. “Right, our famous Dr Choonthan’s course of conversational Thai. How’re you finding it?”

  “Rough going.”

  “Yeah, well, old Dr Choo could improve his product if he maybe used some instructional methods that didn’t date from the stone age.” 

  The housekeeper hovered, moving her eyes from Marek to Philips as if waiting for instructions. Marek eyed the two fish, still dripping onto the floor.

  “Oh, these, right!” said Philips as if he’d forgotten all about them. “Plaa kapong. Sea bass. Picked ’em up in the market on the way over. Raised in bamboo cages off Koh Yor. To get them any fresher you’d have to raise them yourself.” He said a few words in Thai to the housekeeper and then handed her the line. Marek gestured toward the large rattan chair with the thick cushions, but Philips ignored him and sat cross-legged on the floor. Marek sat on the couch.

  “Well good on ya, mate. I mean about studying Thai. There’s lots who spend years here and never even bother to learn ‘hello’ or ‘thank you’. Pretty lame, I think. Jimmy’s a perfect example. Don’t think he ever learned much more than ‘One black and soda on the rocks,’ and ‘How much for a short time, luv?’” He reached across to a small pile of books near the chair. “Real live books, eh?”

  “Pulp fiction, mainly. Help yourself if you want. I found them in the closet. I guess they were Jimmy’s.”

  “Not bloody likely. Never saw him read anything except the price list at the Pink Lady massage parlor. Much like the rest of the oil trash crowd in this town. And I say that with all due respect. They’re my mates. Good guys, actually, and fun to have a piss-up with, but not exactly at the forefront of the intellectual movement in Songkhla. Not that there is such a thing.” 

  “So I take it you’re not working in oil?” Marek asked.

  “Me?” he laughed. “Not exactly at that pay grade. I’m a teacher at the Fisheries College. Three years now. Came over originally with AVID, Australian Volunteers for International Development, something like your Peace Corps. When that contract finished, I signed on as a locally hired ajarn. University instructor. Doesn’t pay much but the title just reeks of respectability.” He smiled an off-center grin and leaned back against the chair, locking his hands behind his head.

  “Aquaculture. Big important-sounding word, ain’t it? It’s prawn farming actually, and it’s big business here. The college gives me a bungalow in Khao Seng village, just outside the school. You oughta come there sometime. I warn you though, it gets a bit chaotic at times. There’s my roomy, for one. He plays drums. And I tend to pick up strays. Let’s see, there were some French travelers I met in Had Yai, the research team from the Netherlands, a few dogs and cats, several girls from the Sea Side Bar who needed a place to stay for a couple of nights. I have one house rule that keeps everybody in line: ‘Clean up your own shit.’ Anyway, fancy a beer?”

  “Yeah, sure, help yourself. There’s some in the fridge.”

  “Yeah, I know, I put them there.” Philips came back with two frigid cans of Victoria Bitter. “Brought a few back from home. Enjoy them while they last. Ah, here’s our dinner, then.”

  The maid quickly set the table and brought in steamed rice, tomatoes, baby corn, a stuffed omelet and the fish. Philips chatted with her, his Thai as effortless and natural as his English, and Marek couldn’t help but feel a stab of jealousy.

  The white meat of the sea bass was so moist and fresh it flaked off the bone and melted in Marek’s mouth like butter. They ate heartily, and even Philips was quiet until the fish was nothing more than a skeleton and a tail. 

  “About the most fun you can have and still keep all your clothes on,” said Philips as he handed Marek another VB. “And by the way, I told the maid the other fish was for her and her brother, if that’s OK with you?”

  “Of course.” 

  As the maid cleared the table, the two men took their beers and sat on the rattan chairs outside. They drank and talked and watched the day meld into dusk. The joggers and strollers came out to the beach to enjoy the evening breeze and the sea turned violet with the sunset. The guard arrived for his night shift and greeted Philips as a long lost friend.

  “Man, your Thai is excellent, Drew.”

  “Not so great, really, but when I first came to Thailand I lived with a Thai family outside the city. Nobody around me spoke a word of English and I had no contact with any other foreigners. What they call total immersion; best way to learn a
 language.”

  Marek asked if Philips had heard about the museum theft.

  “No, what happened?”

  “Not a lot of details around. Niwat says the guy broke in, middle of the night, grabbed a statue, knocked out the guard and escaped. Guard is still in a coma.”

  “Really? What did he take?”

  “Some statue. Buddha image, I guess, old and valuable. My boss in Singapore reckons it was an inside job.”

  “Often the case. I remember there was a temple in Bangkok, somebody walked off with several gold Buddhas. Turned out to be one of the monks. One of the senior monks, mind you.”

  “Think they’ll catch the guy?”

  “Here? Doubtful. These things usually blow over in a couple of weeks and everybody forgets about it. But I know the director at the museum because I did some pro bono work for him, translated some of the description labels from Thai to English. I may stop by there in the next couple of days and find out what happened.”

  “Went past the other day with Niwat and it was closed.”

  “Really? Maybe they’ll open again in another day or two. Any other major news in town?”

  “No, but I don’t get out much. My major source of information is Niwat.”

  “You’ve not seen the Dark Side of Songkhla?” 

  “No, Drew, but everybody keeps telling me I should go there.”

  “You should! How does Friday sound?”

  “Supposed to have some work coming up soon, a rig move, but nobody seems to know when.”

  “Yeah, Jimmy always said it was feast or famine. No worries. I’ll give you a call on Friday. If you’re free, say about seven, we can meet down there. I’ll tell you where. We’ll do a real pub crawl. Have a few beers, meet the guys, check out the girls. Should warn you, though, they’re always looking for fresh meat.”

  “You mean me?’

  “Who else? What I’m saying is, you’ll have a great time with them.”

  They’d finished the last of the beer, and Philips said he had a class at eight the next morning. Before getting onto his motorbike, he picked a few books out of the cardboard box in the closet and slipped them into his backpack. 

  “Us readers have to stick together you know. I’ll call you Friday. Happy hour starts at seven.” 

  Philips turned the ignition and the motorbike coughed to a start. As he sped off the back end fishtailed, sending out a spray of dirt and stones. Then he was on the paved road heading down the beach, one hand waving above his head. 
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